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Abstract 
This paper describes the results of a series of workshops given across Australia on best practices in 
supervision of international graduate students in Engineering and IT. These workshops were based on 
the findings of a larger study, A model for research supervision of international students in 
engineering and information technology disciplines (PP10-1771), which focused on identifying 
factors that influence successful supervision of culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD) and 
international higher degree research (HDR) students in Engineering and IT disciplines in three 
Australian universities. Recommendations from the larger project included supervisor training should 
include a personalised approach which involves incorporating supervisors’ personal experiences and 
equip them to cater for all students from diverse cultural backgrounds. These workshops focussed on 
facilitating participant exploration of issues related to cross-cultural awareness, perceptions of 
different stakeholder groups, and identification of strategies to address key issues in supervision. 
Findings included the workshop format and content was well-received by participants, and they found 
the cross-cultural discussion activities to be of particular use personally and professionally. 
 
Background 
Higher research degree students, (PhD, Professional Doctorates or Masters by Research) contribute 
significantly through their knowledge, skills and talents. They provide human capital, knowledge and 
innovation which is key to the development and growth of modern economies (Edwards, Radloff, and 
Coates 2009). HDR graduates contribute to Australia’s skills base as well as helping to expand and 
maintain high knowledge and research profiles. Studies have shown that HDR students contribute to 
two thirds of the research at universities and international evidence shows that up to three quarters of 
private sector patents draw on public research (AG2011). Increasingly large numbers of international 
students are pursuing higher degree research qualifications in the universities across Australia 
(Larkins 2011) majority of whom come from China, India, Republic of Korea, Malaysia, Vietnam, 
Thailand, Indonesia, Nepal, Brazil, Saudi Arabia and other countries (AEI 2012b). Data shows that 12 
per cent of international HDR graduates remain in Australia after the completion of their degrees 
(Edwards et al. 2009). 
In general, international students contribute positively to the Australian economy through fees and 
utilization of goods and services for onshore students and other offshore educational services. Of 
these, 66.5% of the onshore income was from the higher education sector (AEI 2012a).  The 
international HDR students also contribute to the global workforce and are a resource for developing 
and maintaining a diverse, modern and globalised Australian economy. They contribute through 
knowledge, skills, talent and opportunities for collaborative research, as well as economic and social 
links that can potentially help Australia sustain a high quality of human capital help and maintain 
competitiveness in the global market (AG 2011; DIAC 2011). HDR students also make an important 
contribution to innovation. In line with Australia’s innovation goals, and in order to increase 
businesses investing in research and development, Australia needs people with research and technical 
skills (AG 2011). Studies conducted in the United States show that the movement of international 
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students is closely related to domestic innovation evidenced by numbers of patents, scientific 
publications, citations and science and engineering output for local universities (Chellaraj, Maskus, 
and Mattoo 2004). There is, therefore, need to maintain and encourage international HDR enrolments 
(AG2011), and to provide appropriate support to these students towards successful completion of their 
studies. 
The impact of language and culture on the integration and academic performance of CALD students 
in Australia have been investigated for well over two decades. The effects of language and culture on 
the assimilation and integration (Omeri et al. 2003), their learning styles compared with Australian 
students (Ramburuth 2001), perceptions and misconceptions about international students (Chalmers 
and Volet 1997) and more recently the effect the culture of international students have on the local 
students (Foster 2012) are well documented. These studies indicate that the differences are more at an 
individual student level rather than broadly reflective of culture, although culture and language may 
play an important role in influencing the expectations some students have upon initial arrival in 
Australia.    
 
In light of these findings, Australian universities have responded to this continuing increase of 
international students by putting in place a range of supervisory frameworks to help students settle 
easily into the different research culture. Efforts to improve research training performance have 
emphasized the importance of timely, quality research degree completions. Examples of programs 
include the Research Training Scheme (RTS), University of Technology Sydney’s first Consortium, 
Queensland University of Technology’s (QUT) Introduction to Research for International Students 
(IRIS), and University of Western Australia’s (UWA) Facilitating International Research Students 
Transition (FIRST) Program. While most universities offer resources for improving the support to 
international students and their supervisors, funding limitations and development costs are often high 
and a targeted approach to where support would be better directed and more cost-effective is needed.  
 
This paper reports on the results of a series of workshops relating to ‘best practices in the supervision 
of international graduate students in Engineering and IT’ given at five different Australian 
universities. The workshops were an outcome of the large project A model for research supervision of 
international students in engineering and information technology disciplines (PP10-1771) which 
focused on identifying factors that influence successful supervision of culturally and linguistically 
diverse (CALD) and international higher degree research (HDR) students in Engineering and IT 
disciplines in three Australian universities: Queensland University of Technology (QUT), Curtin 
University and the University of Western Australia (UWA).  
 
The larger project involved a total of 229 students and 69 supervisors from the three universities who 
took part in student and supervisor surveys. Findings challenged a number of myths about 
international HDR students, including the fact international HDR students may outperform domestic 
students in terms of completions; language problems were not generally identified as critical issues by 
many supervisors; most students were satisfied with their supervision; and most supervisors were 
satisfied with their students. In addition, a number of key areas were identified for further exploration.  
 
For example, while 85 percent of students felt that their supervisors were considerate of their non-
English speaking background and/or culture(s) in general, they felt less support was provided for 
identifying resources that could be used to develop their language and/or communication skills 
specifically. These results were mirrored by findings that some supervisors did not perceive these 
kinds of non-discipline-specific (NDS) issues as within their areas of direct responsibility.  These 
findings suggested that increasing supervisor awareness of non-discipline-specific (NDS) cultural, 
linguistic and/or pastoral resources could be beneficial to the success of their graduate students. 
Similarly, raising awareness of these issues with students and support staff could also be beneficial to 
the success of the supervisory relationships. Further, the results of the study suggested that students 
from some cultural groups may be more hesitant to ask supervisors for information related to NDS 
issues. So explicitly identifying and discussing these issues using targeted self-reflection activities  
with diverse stakeholders was incorporated into the workshop format.  
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Finally, the finding that prior experience with international HDR students (by supervisors) was one of 
the strongest predictors of successful HDR completions led to the use of Activities which specficially 
focussed on raising cross-cultural perceptions in general, and the issues of cross-cultural supervision 
specifically in the workshops, to increase supervisor and other stakeholder awareness of cultural 
and/or linguistic factors which can impact supervision of international and CALD HDR students. 
Thus, the workshops operationalized the recommendations from the large project, to include 
supervisor training using a personalised approach which involved incorporating supervisors’ personal 
experiences and equiping them to cater for all students from diverse cultural backgrounds. 
 
PURPOSE: 
Five workshops, entitled “Best practices for supervision of international and CALD HDR students: 
Strategies for identifying key factors influencing graduate student success and providing the best 
support services for international graduate students” were given at key locations across the country, to 
disseminate the results of the large grant, and to develop participants understanding of best practices 
in supervision of CALD and international HDR students in Engineering and IT. The workshops 
involved participants from a number of stakeholder groups, including students, supervisors, and 




The ‘best practices’ workshops were designed to help institutions to identify and explore factors such 
as culture, language, gender, discipline and training that can influence international graduate students' 
success in the context of Higher Education, as well as to identify and disseminate information 
regarding factors which could influencing how supervisors can successfully navigate the supervision 
of international HDR students. Many of the findings of the large study were non-discipline specific 
and therefore they were deemed to be relevant to supervisors, graduate students and support staff from 
other disciplines as well as higher degree research directors and relevant administrators. Therefore, at 
some institutions, the participants represented a diversity of disciplinary backgrounds as well. 
 
The format of the workshops therefore included activities which allowed participants to examine the 
types of support offered in their university, identify where such services currently exist and 
understand the specific providers in their context, and clarify areas where additional services could be 
developed or added. The workshops were designed to also provide opportunities for a review of 
Quality Assurance processes (e.g., administrators, professional staff, course coordinators), as well as 
informing supervisors, students and support staff about the services available at their own institutions. 
 
The format of the workshops included:  
(1) dissemination and discussion of the findings of the original project via a 30-minute 
powerpoint presentation;  
(2) an introduction of project-developed resources,  
(3) workshop-specific discussion Activities (see below), which were developed from findings in 
the large study, and designed to facilitate discussion of cross-cultural supervision issues, and t 
to enhance supervisors’ and other stakeholders’ capacities to improve the quality of 
supervision practice and develop appropriate support services  
 
In the workshops, topics that the participants explored included: 
 Pastoral Care issues related to meeting emotional needs of the culturally and linguistically 
diverse students in their University 
 Cultural and Language Issues related to social integration of the culturally and linguistically 
diverse students in their University 
 Mentoring Issues related to motivation and success coaching of the culturally and 
linguistically diverse students in their University 
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 The resources they already have (at their University), identifying areas for development, and 




A total of five workshops were given around Australia between June and November 2014, including 
Canberra (e.g., the University of Canberra), Melbourne (e.g., the University of Melbourne), 
Newcastle (e.g., the University of Newcastle), Perth (e.g., Edith Cowan University), and the Sunshine 
Coast (e.g., the University of the Sunshine Coast).  These workshops involved approx. 57 participants, 
who represented over 15 different Australian higher educational and related institutions, resulting in 
widespread dissemination of the findings across the Australian higher education sector.  
 
In total, 23 participants completed the feedback form across the five workshops. Of these participants, 
the majority identified as supervisors and/or graduate students. Equal numbers of supervisors and 
students completed the feedback forms (43% (n=10) were supervisors, 43% (n=10) were students), 
while 30% (n=7) worked in support services, and 9% (n=2) were involved in policy issues related to 
graduate and/or international student issues. 
 
This cross-section of stakeholder attendees ensured that the views of all three main stakeholder groups 
were represented, and that further dissemination of the ‘best practices’ discussed in the workshops 
will occur through within-institution workshops and professional development, based on workshop-




Feedback from the workshops was collected using three processes: collection of comments on the 
workshop Activity Sheets, videotaped discussions, and workshop feedback forms. Most feedback was 
anonymous, as participants did not sign Activity sheets or feedback forms, and video data was only 
used for identification of trends, rather than detailed transcription, with participants completing 
consent forms. This paper examines the results from the Feedback forms. 
 
Workshops were designed around an interactional, self-reflective model of awareness raising and 
holistic problem-solving. Beginning with an overview of the OLT Priority Grant findings (by the 
authors), three Discussion Activities focussing on participants own cross-cultural experiences 
followed.  
 
There were three Discussion Activities:  
 
ACTIVITY 1: 
(1) Have you ever studied or lived in another culture? What was your experience? 
(2) What was your best cross-cultural experience? Why? 
(3) What was your worst cross-cultural experience? Why? 
(4) How do you think culture could influence graduate supervision? 
(5) Can you think of any specific examples of a ‘critical incident’ in which language, culture, or 
background of students or supervisors played a key role? Why? 
(6) Can you think of some examples of where cultural differences could influence academic, personal or 
other interactions? 
(7) What kind of pastoral supports does your institution offer (if any)? What kind of factors influence 
whether students access them? 
ACTIVITY 2:   
Sometimes culture can influence expectations about the roles of students and those of different status from 
them (e.g., supervisors, administrators, etc.). 
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In your opinion,  
HDR STUDENTS: 
(1)  A successful HDR student is one who…… 
(2) A successful HDR student in my field is one who.. 
(3)  A successful CALD HDR student is one who… 
SUPERVISORS: 
(1) A successful supervisor of HDR students is one who… 
(2) The best support services for international HDR students are… 
(3) I think more training or information on…..     would be helpful to me because…. 
ADMINSTRATION/SUPPORT: 
(1) A successful provider of support services to HDR students is one who… 
(2) The best support services for international HDR students are… 
(3) I think more training or information on…..     would be helpful to me because…. 
 
ACTIVITY 3: 
Institutional data collection and comparative table of support services activity 
Use the chart to help identify key services relevant to international HDRs at your institution.  
1. What services does your institution provide (directly or indirectly)? Are there any areas missing? 
• Direct HDR services 
• Direct international services 
• Indirect HDR or international services 
2. Where are the services located? 
3. What is the office/provider called? 
4. Which types of students can access it (e.g., grad, undergrad, international/domestic,  spouses, etc) 
5. Are the students made aware of the service(s)? How? 
 
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
 
The purpose of the event was to disseminate the findings of the large OLT project to different 
stakeholder groups, including HDR supervisors, HDR students, and those involved in supporting 
HDR students, in terms of best practices for supervision of international and CALD HDR students.  
The group discussions, based on the Activity Materials, led to robust, interesting and interactive 
discussions about experiences and issues facing different stakeholders involved in supervision of 
international graduate students. For example, supervisors and graduate students shared their 
experiences (both good and challenging).   
 
The project was successful in meeting its goals. The purpose of the event was to disseminate the 
findings of the large OLT project to different stakeholder groups, including HDR supervisors, HDR 
students, and those involved in supporting HDR students, in terms of best practices for supervision of 
international and CALD HDR students.  Overall, participants appeared very enthusiastic about 
learning more about best practices in graduate supervision, and having representatives from different 
stakeholder groups provided attendees to explore the context of their own institutions, while allowing 
the workshop presenters to further identify important factors informing best practices in supervision.  
Activities relating to cross-cultural awareness were successful in generating discussions and insights 
into the experiences of supervisors, students and support staff with HDR supervision and issues 
relating to international and CALD students.  
 
For example, some findings included areas of difference in perceptions between some student and 
supervisor groups about the types of support available at their institution(s), as well as identified 
possible cultural differences in the willingness of students from specific cultural backgrounds to 
approach supervisors for pastoral and/or academic support(s).  A number of differences in provision 
of support services and/or differences in strategies for supporting international and/or CALD HDR 
students were also identified. 
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Feedback from participants was very positive. The majority either strongly agreed or agreed that the 
workshop was enjoyable, interesting and informative, and addressed issues of interest to them. They 
also indicated they found the activities to be interesting and useful.  Other comments included 
“presenter articulate”, “an interesting afternoon”, “it’s good and informative”, “keep up the good 
work”, “you’ve reminded me of what I loved about teaching. I might return”, and “my research topic 




Five workshops, entitled “Best practices for supervision of international and CALD HDR students: 
Strategies for identifying key factors influencing graduate student success and providing the best 
support services for international graduate students” were given at key locations across the country, to 
disseminate the results of the large grant, and to develop participants understanding of best practices 
in supervision of CALD and international HDR students in Engineering and IT. The workshops 
involved participants from a number of stakeholder groups, including students, supervisors, and 
support staff. The participants were very enthusiastic about the topic, and found the format and 
especially the Activities and topics to be of relevance and use in their supervisory roles. 
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